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EDWIN B FIRMAGE ed an abundant life the memoirs of
hugh B brown salt lake city signature books 1988 xiii
9.95 paperback
152 pp
ap 995
995
reviewed by richard D poll professor emeritus of history western illinois
university

reading the memoirs of hugh

brown was like visiting
with an old and admired friend president brown was a faculty
colleague when 1I came to brigham young university in 1948 he
was an adviser and strategically situated helper in the ibgos when
several campus developments engaged the attention of members of
the board of trustees and he was an amiable commentator as
eugene campbell and 1I put together the biography that reached the
bookstores ten days after his death in 1975
several factors fully justify the publication of this memoir
even though it contains little new biographical information first
it reintroduces to the church a man who is unknown except for
occasional quotations in authorized lesson manuals to a majority
of todays latter day saints second it presents in context most of
the famous hugh B brown stories some of which still circulate in
audiotape format third it offers some of the sage advice that made
president brown a special resource for two generations of young
people who faced the challenges of understanding and applying the
gospel in a changing world fourth it looks at the institutional
church in terms that are a useful corrective to dogmas of prophetic
infallibility and scriptural inerrancy fifth it reminds those who
knew him personally or as a powerful pulpit figure of why hugh
brown found a unique place in the hearts of so many people
the memoir is a slightly expanded and lightly edited tran
script of a series of taped interviews that university of utah law
professor edwin firmage had with his maternal grandfather in
1969 70 several letters and a selection of family pictures have
been added noting in the books introduction that grandfather
told the truth as he remembered and believed it xii firmage
facto or grapple with
does not correct the occasional small errors of fact2
the evidence that some of the great faith promoting stories such as
the currant bush recount historical events that may never have
occurred as described 3 instead he lets the autobiographical remicence speak for itself and it tells the story of a unique engaging
nis
niscence
and important man
the narrative begins in salt lake city in 1883 when a second
son and fifth child was bom
born to a stem even harsh father and an
affectionate mother both browns hence hugh brown brown
B

1

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1988

1

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 28, Iss. 3 [1988], Art. 14

book reviews

121

who came to be the repository of the high hopes of his mother and
cormons with whom he had contact as a child
several prominent mormons
and young man his family moved to alberta canada in 1899
there he learned ranching and received a basic education before
going on a mission to england 1904 6 and marrying zina card
of
oflogan their sixty six year union gave him eight children and a
firm testimony of the potential for happiness in a good marriage
while zina was totally incapacitated by a series of strokes that left
her bedridden and speechless for seven years he dictated these
words

logan

hope that my wife and 1I can both live until the last one of us dies
so that when we go we will go hand in hand for I1 am afraid that this
is the only way 1I will be able to get through the pearly gates to hang
on her hand and slip through on her record then when our children
come up there their mother will have a big harp and 1I with chin
whiskers will have a banjo and we will play and march as they come
littlest by littlest as we used to say on christmas mornings 134
1I

after military service as a training officer in world war 1I
hugh qualified to practice law in canada then relocated with his
family in salt lake city in 1927 already having served as a stake
president in alberta he soon was called to head the granite stake
that calling brought collaboration with harold B lee henry D
moyle and other pioneers of the church welfare program his
enduring connection with the democratic party led to an unsuccessful campaign for a senatorial nomination in 1934 and a brief
unhappy service on the utah liquor control commission when he
moved to california in 1937 at fifty three years of age he felt his
fortunes to be at a low ebb
the remaining forty two years were devoted almost entirely
to church oriented work he served successively and successservic emens
fully as president of the british mission LDS servicemens
coordinator british mission president again and very popular
teacher of religion at BYU an unrewarding quest for wealth in the
canadian oil business 1950 54 was followed by calls to be an
assistant to the quorum of the twelve then one of the twelve then
a counselor to second counselor in and from 1963 to 1970 first
counselor in the first presidency when joseph fielding smith
reconstituted the first presidency on the death of david 0 mckay
hugh B brown resumed his calling among the apostles
the memoir is salt and peppered with the wit and wisdom of
its author of the fonner
former some was purely for auns
funs sake in a
courting letter to zina he observed that it is possible for a brown
to feel blue 34 As death approached he more than once used the
phrase son of obituary 146 to his biographers he suggested
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that it might be an appropriate title for their book but more often
he used the light touch to make a profound point as when he
credited these words to an elderly and forgiving bishop with
whom he served as a young and by the book counselor brethren
there is one thing for which 1I am profoundly grateful and that is
that god is an old man I1 would hate to be judged by you young
fellows 19
few specific details about president browns activities as a
general authority are provided in the memoir his overall
appraisal
although 1I have had some rather difficult
by reason of some misunderstandings and
experiences
disagreements it has been a truly wonderful experience 115 in
his editorial afterword firmage describes the controversies over
racial policies during the 1960s and concludes 1 I believe without
the slightest doubt that his browns position on blacks and the
priesthood was the matter that led to his removal from the new first
presidency 142 43
on the basis of his assignment while assistant to the twelve
to review applications for temple divorces elder brown was
moved to write and speak extensively on the problems and possibili ties of marriage he believed that most mormon families would
bilities
benefit from better programs of sexual education 118 of
prescriptive approaches to marital behavior he wrote
it is a dangerous thing to try to regulate the private lives of husbands
and wives or for church leaders to go into the bedroom of a couple
who are married and try to dictate what they should or should not do
many of the problems people bring to the authorities of the church
should be settled by the persons themselves they know the basic
rule of right and wrong for example there are cases where abortion
is absolutelyjustified
absolutely justified in fact necessary such as in the case of forcible
anent injury to the mothers health or life or
rape the threat of penn
permanent
the possibility of a grossly deformed birth
and while we have
not taken the unyielding attitude of some other churches toward
artificial birth control we cannot officially endorse it because too
many young people would stop having children even so 1I think we
will one day have to modify our position 119 20

A general authority and A final
testimony should be read by a wider audience than is likely to
see them they reflect the experiences of a man who was often a
minority voice in counsel even when he held great power in
administration observations on the nature of the general authority calling 123 26 are important in a time when doctrines of
infallibility are attractive to many saints advocacy of a thoughtful approach to testimony was a hallmark of president browns
sermons
nons and quotable aphorisms abound for example
sen

the last two chapters
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the church is not so much concerned

with whether the thoughts of
its members are orthodox or heterodox as it is that they shall have
thoughts 139

revealed insights should leave us stricken with the knowledge of
how little we really know it should never lead to an emotional
arrogance based upon a false assumption that we somehow have all
the answers that we in fact have a comer on truth for we do not
140

both creative science and revealed religion find their fullest and
truest expression in the climate of freedom 137
all my life 1I have advocated that people in and out of the church
should think through every proposition presented to them positions
may be modified as time passes by discussing them with others but
there should be no question that both liberals and conservatives in the
church are free to express their opinions 131
in my own life 1I have questioned all the things that men and women
question and 1I have had my own struggle with some problems but
1I have found it desirable to lay aside some things that 1
I do not fully
understand and await the time when 1I will grow up enough to see
them more clearly there is so much that is good and true that 1I can
and do approve and accept with all my heart that 1I can afford to wait
for further light on some of these disturbing questions 133

hugh

brown was an imposing intelligent articulate
and in spite of surgery for tic douloureux that left his face
partially paralyzed handsome man among the general authorities of his day his charisma was matched only by president
david 0 mckay there is some evidence that like president
mckay he was not impervious to the danger against which he
B

cautioned but the man who is to be successful as a church leader
learn
that the adulation of people can be detrimental if it
must leam
gives him a wrong estimate of his own importance 123 still his
life and teachings commend themselves to todays latter day
saints and this memoir offers an economical way to encounter
them

NOTES
eugene E campbell and richard D poll hugh B brown his life and thought salt lake
city bookcraft 1975
vor
tor example within 120 miles of cambridge 21 22 pacific 90 and supreme court
for
95
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3see
217 19 an energetic dedicated and persuaee campbell and poll hugh B brown 67 71
71217
sive young stake presidency might lead every member of the lethbridge stake to make a tithing
contribution in 1922 but the recollection that at years end there was not a man woman or child in the
tithed it is almost certainly inaccurate 70
stake who had a dollar who had not pithed
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